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Indigenous 
science and 


With four hundred years of colonial 
occupation elapsing before its first 
recorded English usage, the term “zombie” 
does not possess an adjacent concept in 
written lore prior to 1697, when Pierre 
Corneille Blessebois penned Le zombi du 
Grand-Peérou, ou la comtesse de Cocagne. 

It is with a great deal of ambiguity that the 
OED defines the term as relating to God, 
evil and the fetish priest (Nzambi, jumbie, 


zumbie) in its attribution to Thomas 
Lindley’s Narrative of a Voyage to Brazil 
(1805) and Robert Southey’s History of 


Brazil (1810). 
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Indigenous 
science and 
ecomythology 
onthe 
peripne 
cont. 


Dr. William F. Keegan of the Florida Museum of Natural History puts forward that its existence as a 
spiritual class significantly predates the conquest of the ancient world, where as early as AD1200 
indigenous leaders of the terrain were found to have used organic compounds to undergo a state 
not unlike death, returning days later. The shaman or behique, a pillar of the Taino way of life, then 
became assimilated into Central and West African practices and beliefs as native drug preparations 
evolved to suit forced labourers trafficked from the African Continent. 

In her account of expeditions to Haiti and Jamaica in 1938 Zora Neale Hurston embarks on a 
discussion begging askance of the reality of altered states. Hurston takes account of the residual 
shadows of colonialism and the dispossession of consciousness necessary to the creation of a 
monster. 
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Hear When De 
Duppy Bawl 


Ajourney through the visual and written world of the 
living Gods of the Koromantyn given dimension in 
the fineries of poetry as produced in the west. 

This inward account of the destruction of the third 
world told through the breakdown of the self 
demands its audience reckon with afterlives of 
imperialism and attend to its dissociations. A lyrical 
flight from the Master's church to the frontlines of 
New Kingston and back. 


Indigenous science 
and ecomythology on 
the periphery (cont. 


Now why have these dead folk not 
been allowed to remain in their 
graves? 


The ethos of the contemporary zombie is 
proletarian. Its defining characteristics 
are that of the beast of burden deprived 
of a life outside of a two-dimensional 
existence. Its only proportions are mental 
and physical. The zombie becomes 
trapped in an illusion of itself and can be 
assumed dead as others assume it so. It 
is a casualty of the working class. 

To the awakening man the aspects of 
consciousness and _ existence are 
diverse. 


On a certain level man can dream, on 
another he can act on truth, choose 
his path, attain wholeness and be 
aware of the emotional, spiritual, 
mental and physical self. These 
dynamics are within the realm of an 
empowered reality. Two dimensional 
existence can be a form of ritual 
mortification. The denial of the 
whole self for the benefit of 
economic slavery however is not at 
all unique. Awakening may be 
defined as a transcendence of the 
subliminal. 


— (Quotation taken from Tell My Horse, Zora Neale 
Hurston (1938) 


Indigenous science and 
ecomythology onthe 
periphery (cont. 


To the zombie there is no realm beyond corporeal life. Consequently, action is relegated 
to habitual tasks. Techniques of transcendence use the bonding of reason to a constant 
presence of divinity. Displacing reason however poses its own set of problems. 

It is the displacement of those transformative faculties which reason possesses which we 
despair. 


By way of conclusion: 
It is through colonial occupation, subordination 
and redefinition that the shamanic methodology 
of the earliest inhabitants has undergone radical 
transformation to reenact power dynamics 
specific to exploitation. Travels to the realm of the 
dead, originally rites of passage, following the 
slave trade became assimilated into the rituals of 
the African diaspora, serving as a means to 
become the master. The relexification of 
indigenous forms into the language of the 
masters patented the zombie, whose legacy of 
dread became a matter of political imperative in 
tipping the scales of a frozen status quo. In 
Jumbie Jam, Image left reclaiming his phenomenal world the spiritualist 
Ganjari gave new meaning to power in the face of 


The Master’s House, Image right . 
Sen ee ree tyrannical forces. 


IN 
THE 
SPIRE. 


Offering access to supernatural powers was how Obeah countered the psychological 
effects implicit in white minority rule and Black majority subjugation. Unequal racial 
relationships in the power dynamics between white and Black people mentally 
conditioned Afro-Jamaicans to accept whiteness as superior. Reversing white superiority's 
lingering impact was induced through spiritual exercises where Obeah rituals were 
peddled as confidence boosters or as Paul Bogle stated at Stony Gut on October 10, 1865 
while serving rum and gunpowder to “raise...spirits up”. 
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FROM GODS TO 


MASTERS 


Unveiling the Truth About 
Caribbean Spirituality 


he Maroon cultures 
fused spirituality with 
military arts. Their vast 
pantheon _ retained 
original forms even 
throughout the 
abrogation of the 
most elementary 
forms of human 
rights. 
Kofi Boukman Barima writes that 
“the enslavement of people was 
more than an avenue whereby 
captive Africans entered Jamaica, 
this system transferred along with 
people cultural and_ spiritual 
knowledge. And inadvertently the 
system through several early laws 
illegalized drumming, dancing 
and other African expressions 
notwithstanding its negative 
consequences are additional 
reminders that a distinct Afro- 
Jamaican cultural and religious 
space existed and threatened the 
social order.” 


In alignment with the 
opposition of unjust and 
tyrannical government — the 
Jamaican Maroons _ inherited 
Obeah. 


That some three hundred years 
elapsed between the inception of 
triangular trade and its first 
recorded English usage points to 
the language restriction imposed 
on slave populations The 
language of the slave was to be 
punished if spoken aloud. The 
narrative of the slave was to be the 
narrative of the master. 

The Encyclopedia of African 
American culture and _ history 
defines Obeah as various forms of 
spiritual power connoting the 
potential for good or all 
depending upon the context The 
prominence of doubt surrounding 
its usage and history reflects 
articulation of phonetic terms 
derived from traditional orature that 
existed while being pushed to the 
margins of intellectual life. 
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Identities criminalized under the black code as 
being too black, that of the conjure woman 
and medicine man are similarly repudiated in 
West Indian schools of thought. They are 
referred to as “ignorant negroes” repeatedly in 
asanctimonious attempt at excommunication 
by the middle classes designated as 
“coloured”, “high brown” or “creole”. Afro- 
syncretic practices being held no higher in 
regard than incredulous superstition have 
been very poorly documented as a result of 
assimilation, legislation and persecution. 


Notes from a genocide on 
indigenous science and the white 
power structure 


Obeah was passed off as quackery following 
the proclamation of emancipation in an effort 
to escort people out of their blackness and 
into civility, but its history of use as a science 
dates back to the earliest indigenous 
inhabitants of the terrain. “Obeah” being the 
phonetic articulation of the Igbo derived “obi 
ya", literally his/her soul, alludes to what one is 
prohibited from knowing and the act of 
unknowing that thing rather than a defined 
convention within popular discourse. That its 
practice was relegated the term “Obeah” in 
the hundred years post-colonial lexicon is 
significant in pointing to the fact that 
possession of the soul for the black man was 
taboo. Afro-Folk culture held no distinction 
over the many other separate categories of 
ritual technique ascribed to various subsets of 
satanism, witchcraft and superstition. What 
little has been documented of its unified 
customs, however, reflects an extensive 
arsenal of folk tradition whose use ranges from 
dispelling fear and negative conditions to 
healing under the patronage of deities 
demonized by colonizers. 


Rarely seeking expression of his 
or her soul within institutions 
incepted to mimic insular 
precepts of whiteness, the 
“instruments of obeah” remain 
fearsome and peripheral icons 
of class and race to date, whose 
necessary elimination hearkens 
back to a systematic genocide. 
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The black code refers to the law passed by Louis 
XIV in 1685 which stipulates under 

article III. that religions outside of the Catholic 
faith are forbidden from being practiced 

in the open and are considered a punishable 
offence in the case of anyone who allows 

such proceedings to take place. 


Ha! I'm the Obeah woman, above pain 
I can eat thunder and drink the rain 

I kiss the moon and hug the sun 

And call the spirits and make ‘em run 


Quotation taken from Nina Simone’s 1973 recording of “Obeah Woman” 


The birth of this nation is in the 
death of the indigenous. In 
order for this to come about, all 
memory of natural power must 
be obfuscated from existence. 
This trademark of colonial 
settlement is widely studied 
and reproduced. The model 
for Apartheid, for instance, is 
identical to the model used to 
segregate and re-educate First 
Nations peoples of Canada is 
identical to the model used for 
el nakba in Palestine, and so 


on. Cross sections of 
transatlantic reality are 
universal. 


Black heart man, bushinenge 
and Houngans have always 
been critical and imperative to 
the struggle to free from 
colonial status the subjects of 
the “new world”. 

Jamaicans are no strangers to 
wielding spiritual power. Of all 
the privileges that exist in this 
world, none of which the 
houngan, the conjure woman, 
the shaman or the bush man 
may be a beneficiary, there is at 
least one he bears and that is 
the privilege of having been 
born into self-determination. 


His codices are reproduced at a 
cellular level In the fabric of his 
skilt-set for acquiring knowledge 
of the world there is a collective 
recollection of a natural source: 


Ntu, Amma, Olodumare. These 
are reflections of ancestral 
connection to the beginning 
of power, the primordial spark 
of Ashé, Nyama, Nomo. With 
these fruits of the spirit he 
bears the rites of the dead, the 
living and the yet unborn. 
These are essentials cultivated 
through eternity. For relating to 
this tradition he is outlawed. 


Elimination of his precapitalist 
worldview is essential to 
revoking his agency as a 
primary source of cheap 
labour. Disinherited of power 
he will become an architect of 
the mediocrity on which the 
exploitation of his labour 
thrives. In keeping with the 
tradition of the missionaries the 
order which places him last is 
exclusively the will of god. 
That these sentiments are 
legislated throughout the 
West Indies indicates local 
laws are not inherited from 
god but from aristocracy. 
Colonial theocracy has been 
instrumental in the deflection 
of uprising in and around the 
Americas. Beginning with its 
highest power, Jamaica’s 
judiciary, a_ structure’ is 
reflected owing to its laws. 
Determinants of that structure, 
being colonial inform 
racialised ideologies. 
Mythologies arise. Out of a 
need to establish selfhood, 
otherness becomes a core 
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element of culture. Folk 
mythologies of the vanished form 
a dialect of the invisible in counter 
measure tothis colonial narrative. 
Today the outward space has 
been redefined —_ through 
traumatic change in popular 
opinion and Jamaica's § social 
history has been _ revised 
accordingly. The highest court of 
the nation state is imbued with 
racism. The island has the most 
number of churches per 
capita of any Carilbbean territory. 
Afro-Jamaican religiosity 
throughout eras of rebellion are 
stamped with Baptist, Methodist 
and Moravian labels and pre- 
European understandings — of 
medicine and metaphysics have 
been written out of social studies. 
Archival material speaks of the 
“ignorant negro” and his soul as 
recently as 1896. Where there is 
reference made to ancestor 
veneration it is compounded 
with anecdotal lore out of 
European superstition. 


Aspiration on the image of his 
soul must be delineated in order 
for the economic system to 
remain in force. If a man’s rights 
are as property rather than as 
person he may retire himself in all 
endeavours to the singular 
concem of upward mobility and 
willingly part with his autonomy. 
Having been broken from his 
native ontology and traditional 
values, his core trauma of 
depersonalization settles him 
intothis newrole. 


“Obeah” as a broad term used 
to decry natural practices of 
faith and medicine also 
constitutes the religious way of 
the island’s indigenous 
inhabitants before Columbus. 


In 1760 the law deeming 
Obeah a criminal offense 
punishable by death was 
implemented, in response to 
Tacky’s Rebellion, as part of an 
effort to quash encouraging 
influences on slave uprisings. 
Added provisions to this law 
were made under the 
vagrancy act of 1843. The law 
was then made a standalone 
act in 1854, with further 
adjustments to the language in 
1857, 1892 and 1893 until its 
final stabilization was 

written in 1898. 


The Obeah act remains in effect 
to this day. 


This new man will exist at odds 
with his internal narrative. 
Having lost everything he will 
give up anything at the same 
time having nothing left to 
lose. It is the same man who 
will give up his life as a 
mercenary having identified 
with the lot of the martyr. His 
soul's troubles, having been 
exorcised from the life of his 
ego, will be treated with an 
unnatural bane and in this 
moment he will open himself 
to death by any means. The 
health of such a man is always 
poor for he refuses to know 
himself. 


However, with proper legal 
imperatives in place to restore 
to status the heritage of the 
rebel forces cultural memory 
can be preserved. It is in this 
way that history can be both a 
criticism of the inequities 
enacted against those forces 
as well as an entryway into 
transformation. Respecting 
ontologies affirms communal 
existence. Bringing 
indigenous ways of being 
from the periphery can be an 
act of world-making as these 
powers against systems of 
oppression become cut from 
dialogue. 


The folk culture of the 
Jamaican Maroons exists as 


Notes froma 
genocide on 

indigenous science 
and the white power 
structure 


a critique of Eurocentric thinking. 
In relation to this the dominant 
white supremacist framework 
locates it structurally in a position 
of impending extermination. To 
the resistance factions of this 
forcibly captive population the 
nature of all things is imbued with 
a dual significance to the essence 
bestowed on them by broader 
society. On a basic level all things 
are as they are on the surface. On 
an essential level all things are as 
they are used. This teaching is 
common across free black 
communities of the world. The 
vacant passivity which 
accompanies the outlook of the 
masters is contrastingly a lack of 
apprehension toward the law of 
origins, the lawoflife. 


For generations the central 
pillar of maroon thought and 
indeed its greatest weapon 
has been the natural world. In 
transcending — enslavement 
the maroon - a free man - has 
provided a _ template for 
survival informed by a 
relationship with the land. 
Obeah as one iteration of 
above natural potentialities of 
natural phenomena holds the 
ordinary world in the place of 
the sacred as a means to an 
end. This way of being, in 
alignment with the indigenous 
ordering of the world gives 
humanity to the Earth and 


spiritual significance to 
worldly events. In remaining 
attentive to the historical 
invocation of Obeah we see 
the need for longer more 
complex histories. Whereas 
pervasive methodologies of 
representation have been 
notably unsettling the free 
black communities have 
defied all odds in retaining 
independence of culture, 
food, language, politic and 
religion. As we see with the 
legal and social institutions 
set against the free man, the 
alienating language used to 
define him, the wholesale 
slaughter of his ranks at the 
hands of deputized free 
blacks who brokered peace 
with the crown, the grounds 
that his towns, crops and 
way of life be terminated 
were all based on the 
precedent that the Afro- 
Jamaican means and ways 
upset the social order which 
gave Europe sugar, slavery 
and land. Education for 
liberation to counter the 
white supremacist ideals of a 
colonial theocracy requires 
that censorship around such 
issues be challenged. That 
includes this _ religions 
erasure. Further efforts to 
accommodate the _ settler 
colonial practices must be 
viewed as a looking-glass 
into an age-old hatred. 
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Obeah is power. It is a belief. An African 
tradition. A human tradition. Obeah is 
Egyptian. Obeah is Ashanti. Obeah is 

Hebrew. Obeah is Jamaican. Many 
statements can describe Obeah but all 
will only touch upon small facets. They 

are the reflective faces of a diamond. We 
see only what is shown back if we gaze 
into one face. 


Quotation taken from Ebenezer Morgan White 
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AD 1493: A papal bull or decree is made declaring the Americas ¢ 
and all its peoples property of the crown. 


@ 


“all doctrines, policies and practices based on advocating superiori 
of peoples or individuals on the basis of national origin or racial, 
religious, ethnic or cultural differences are racist, scientifically false, 
legally invalid, morally condemnable and socially unjust...” 


—UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 


preambular para 4 
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